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Chapter1
The Visual Arts and the Theatre in Early Modern Europe
Caroline van Eck and Stijn Bussels

Art, Theatre and Theatricality
From its earliest beginnings, the theatre has borrowed elements from architecture, 

painting and other visual arts to stage and perform plays, ranging from the primitive 

wooden scaffoldings used in Athens in the fi fth century BCE to perform Bacchic 

plays to the elaborate perspectival backdrops with their suggestion of infi nite space 

developed in the eighteenth century by the Galli-Bibbiena family. Conversely, the 

arts have depicted theatrical actions such as the lifting of a curtain to stage what is 

represented in a painting, and imported gestures, costumes or entire stagings of a 

scene from the theatre. Venetian painting offers some of the best-known cases, for 

instance in Veronese’s use of Palladian architectural backdrops for his large Biblical 

scenes. His Feast in the House of Levi, painted in 1573 (plate 2) was described by Carlo 

Ridolfi  in the seventeenth century as a ‘maestoso Teatro’, and in the nineteenth 

century the painter was still praised as a superb stage manager; Ridolfi  also described 

the action of Titian’s Crowning with Thorns as taking place in a theatre.1  But already in the 

sixteenth-century plays and joyous entries in Flanders drew on famous paintings such 

as Jan van Eyck’s Lamb of God (1425–29) to provide a compositional framework for 

their staging of tableaux vivants. Such relatively straightforward cases of exchange and 

borrowing are well documented and the questions they have raised are mainly those 

of infl uence or adaptation of originals to new uses in a different medium.

But the inclusion of theatrical elements in a work of art is rarely simply a matter of 

borrowing a costume, gesture or compositional feature. Even in Veronese’s Feast in the 
House of Levi the use of a stage, which at fi rst sight seems to be a straightforward case of 

a painter employing a theatrical feature, fundamentally affects both the composition 

of the painting and the way it is viewed. The composition of Veronese’s paintings 

depicting feasts, weddings or the Last Supper use architectonic backdrops that are 

very close to reconstructions by Serlio and Palladio of Roman theatrical backdrops 

as described by Vitruvius (plate 2).2  These are not representations of actual buildings 

or urban spaces, because they cannot be reconstructed as such, but illusionist stage 

settings; they signal that the viewer is looking at the enactment of some drama.3  

At the same time they are not simply dramatic scenes represented as if on stage: 

Veronese handled the sacred and the secular, the elevated and the mundane, in a subtle 

way that could not have been achieved on a real stage. In the Feast in the House of Levi 
there is no central, unifi ed linear perspective; instead each zone of the painting obeys 

a different visual order, probably because a unifi ed perspectival system imposed on 

such a vast scene would look very unnatural. The receding orthogonals are broken, 

Detail from Titian, Death of 
Actaeon, 1562.  (plate 6).

Theatricality in Early Modern Art 
and Architecture Edited by Caroline 
van Eck and Stijn Bussels © 2011 
Association of Art Historians.
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1 Sebastiano Serlio, Design 
for the scenery of a comedy, 
from Sebastiano Serlio, Libro 
I-VI d’architettura,  Vicenza: 
Jac. de’Franceschi, 1584, f. 45v. 
Photo: Leiden University.

which prevents the 

composition from being 

taken in at one glance; 

only once all parts of 

the scene depicted have 

been absorbed can the 

spectator form an idea 

of the composition as a 

whole. Thus the spatial, 

two-dimensional, pictorial 

representation of an event 

is transformed into a 

narrative unfolding in the 

spectator’s act of looking. 

The Feast in the House of 
Levi thus points to one 

important implication 

of the use of theatrical 

elements in a work of art: 

the use of a stage signals 

to the viewer that he or 

she should look at what is 

represented as a viewer of 

a play, that is, as somebody 

who watches the unfolding 

of a play in the course of 

an evening. It does not 

show the events it depicts 

as static, frozen in the 

eternal present of historia 
sacra in the way many late 

medieval crucifi xions, pietàs 
or annunciations do, but 

as a narrative. Depicting 

a situation or event as if it 

takes place on a stage also 

stages the way the viewer 

looks at it.

Introducing the 

visual arts in a theatrical 

performance is not a mere 

matter of mixing media or 

genres either. In the fi nal 

scene of the opera La Torilda, fi rst performed in Venice in 1648, the legendary musician 

Amphyon appears in a loggia near a marina, decorated with statues. He enters the stage 

riding a dolphin, singing praises to the goddess Venus and of love’s power to set stones 

afi re. The statues in the loggia are brought to life by Amphyon’s song, and the work is 

concluded with a ballo delle statue – a dance of the statues. Thus, in an operatic realm in 

which everyday speech is elevated to song, statues express their inherent theatricality 

through the most sophisticated language of the body – dance. This example points to 
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2 Paolo Veronese, The Feast in 
the House of Levi, 1573. Oil on 
canvas, 555 × 1280 cm. Venice: 
Gallerie dell’Accademia. 
Photo: CKD Nijmegen.

two recurring features of exchanges between the theatre and the arts: they undermine 

established distinctions between the arts, and they suggest transgressions of the 

boundaries between representation and presence. The inanimate statues in La Torilda 
become living beings, and their immobility is transformed into song.

In Venetian early modern opera statues could become living and moving actors 

on the stage; but in the courtly theatres built in Florence, Parma and Vicenza in the 

sixteenth century, statues of rulers were placed in the theatrical space to observe both 

the play and the audience. In the Farnese theatre in Parma an equestrian statue of the 

prince was installed in the theatre. In Sabbioneta a statue of the emperor Vespasian 

was positioned directly behind the seat of the Gonzaga ruler who shared his name 

with the emperor, as a visual reminder of the model the prince claimed – or was 

expected – to follow. But sometimes the prince himself became a theatre, a place 

to view the enactment of princely virtue, as the dedication of the treatise by the 

architect Giovanni Battista Aleotti bears out: ‘As is well known, Your Highness is a 

living theatre’, he wrote to his patron Ranuccio I of Parma, ‘in whom all heroic virtues 

represent magnanimous and generous actions’.4  For human beings, being theatrical 

in this context meant literally that they were a theatre, a place where their character 

was on display for all to see. 

These examples all suggest that exchanges and borrowings between the visual arts 

and the theatre are not simply a matter of exchanges of media or genres. They affect 

the way a play, painting or statue is viewed, the relations between the media, genres 

and arts involved, and the characters on stage or represented in painting or sculpture. 

They raise questions about the ways genres are demarcated and defi ned, the relations 

between media, the way plays and art works are viewed, and ultimately the relation 

between representation and presence. 

The relations between the theatre and the visual arts have been studied mainly 

in two ways, one concentrating on the actual relations between these arts, the other 

taking its departure in the concept of theatricality. Inspired by the topos of the theatrum 
mundi and the paragone, the fi rst, more historically oriented approach, has rarely moved 

beyond documenting and studying individual cases of the use of theatrical elements 
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in the arts. Architectural history illustrates this well: whereas it is acknowedged that 

there exist unmistakable connections between the work of Veronese and Tintoretto 

and the architectural designs of Peruzzi, Serlio and Palladio; between French 

eighteenth-century public architecture and the theatre; or between the stage designs 

of the Galli-Bibbiena and the etchings of Piranesi, research has rarely moved beyond 

documenting these similarities.5 

Theatricality is a concept with many meanings; ambiguity is a constant feature of 

its use. On one side of its semantic spectrum it simply refers to anything pertaining 

to the theatre, from the props to the script; at the other extreme it is a heavily laden 

ethical and political term. Prior to the second century AD, the Greek thea (derived from 

the verb theaomai, to gaze with admiration or bewilderment, or to contemplate) and 

its cognate theatron were used to identify the distinctive visual characteristics of the 

theatre. Thea refers to the act of seeing something, including the act of seeing involved 

in attending a spectacle or performance, but also to contemplation (hence our term 

‘theory’).6  The word was also used to name the actual spectacle or performance 

itself, whether staged in the theatre or elsewhere, and also the place from which a 

spectacle or performance is seen, such as a seat in the theatre or even the auditorium 

in general. From the second century AD, however, words derived from thea start to 

be used not only to point to the visual characteristics of the theatre, but also to refer 

to exaggeration, distortion and deceit. In his Anthologies, the Hellenistic astrologer 

Vettius Valens (c. 120–c. 175 AD) uses the term theatrodes pejoratively for persons of 

exaggerated behaviour (14.27).7 

This negative understanding of the theatre has a long history. Ultimately it goes 

back to Plato’s famous anti-theatrical, or rather, anti-mimetic, arguments in the tenth 

book of the Republic. Plato attacked what he saw as the theatre’s distortion of reality. One 

of the greatest dangers of the theatre was that the audience might mistake the fi ctitious 

world of the tragedy for the truth. All artistic mimesis, but certainly the mimesis of 

tragedy, is for Plato, ‘a corruption of the mind of all listeners who do not possess as 

antidote a knowledge of its real nature’ (Republic 595B).8  The excesses shown on stage 

habituate the audience to them, and therefore affect the norms and values of the polis. 

Moreover, the audience is not conscious that their understanding is distorted. Its modes 

of evaluation and analysis militate against genuine philosophical understanding. 

The term theatricality is fi rst documented in English in 1711, and in French 

somewhat later. From its introduction, it did not refer to such exchanges in a neutral 

way, but had clear moral connotations. In his instructions to the painter, published 

in 1711 in Characteristicks of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times, Shaftesbury prescribes that he 

should start from observations when the subject is behaving in a natural way and thus 

not playing a social role:

Such study’d Action, and artifi cial Gesture, may be allow’d to the Actors and 

Actrices of the Stage. But the good Painter must come a little nearer to Truth, 

and take care that his Action be not theatrical.9 

In French, the term théâtral was used in the early modern period to name situations or 

objects directly related to the theatre. At the end of the seventeenth century it came 

to be connected with the exaggeration and affectation attributed to the theatre, and 

used in the sense of ‘amplifi é, exagéré, comme ce qui se fait au théâtre’, the opposite 

of natural social interaction.10  Just as in the passage by Lord Shaftesbury quoted 

above, theatricality becomes associated with everything unreal and unnatural, with 

conscious deceit, not only of the audience in the theatre but of society at large, 

c01.indd   12c01.indd   12 2/8/2011   7:30:57 AM2/8/2011   7:30:57 AM



13

Caroline van Eck and Stijn Bussels

and even with a loss of self. In his Lettre à M. D’Alembert of 1758, Rousseau made the 

infl uential argument that the middle classes and courtiers function as actors: they play 

a social role which they hope will promote their interests. However, these persons 

have to pay a very high price for such behaviour, since they tarnish their ‘pure’ and 

‘natural’ self and ultimately risk isolation and mental derangement. They may lose not 

only their true self, but also all sense of true reality. The theatre, just as the visual arts, 

pretends to present something natural and therefore infects the true and natural by 

lies and deceit. This harms the psyche of both actors and audience.11 

When German and Russian theatre historians introduced the term ‘Theatralität/ 

teatral’nost’, their approaches ranged from a narrow historical one to a wider, 

anthropological view. Two books published early in the twentieth century were 

fundamental for all subsequent analyses of theatricality. Georg Fuchs set out in Die 
Revolution des Theaters of 1909 to identify the elements that distinguish theatre from 

other art forms. Theatricality for him was the totality of material or sign systems used 

in a performance, apart from the text. But a year earlier Nikolai Evreinov had given a 

very infl uential defi nition of the other axis. In Apology of Theatricality he had developed 

a concept of theatricality as a pre-aesthetic instinct at work in all parts of society and 

culture. Whereas this defi nition is too wide to be useful, Evreinov was the fi rst to think 

about ways in which the concept of the theatre can be defi ned and used as a cultural 

model. Concentrating on the work leads to a factual view along the lines of Fuchs, 

concentrating on the spectator to a wider, social or ethical notion of theatricality in 

the tradition of Shaftesbury or Evreinov.12

In art history the implications of thinking about a work of art in terms of a 

play performed in front of an audience have been the subject of many studies of 

theatricality over the past decades. Richard Wollheim for instance, in Painting as an Art 
(1987), offered theatrical concepts such as the external and internal spectator as ways 

of understanding what the viewer does. For him, theatricality functions as a heuristic 

device to help us understand the interaction between art and its viewers. Michael 

Fried’s Absorption and Theatricality of 1980, on the other hand, took a critical view of the 

interdependence between a theatrically conceived work of art and its viewers. Within 

theatre studies many attempts have recently been made to defi ne theatricality, both in 

technical and disciplinary ways that stay close to the theatre as a medium, and in ways 

that present the theatre as a metaphor through which to study society as a whole.13 

The general impression created by recent studies on theatricality, however, is 

that of a dead end. Either the term has become so wide and all-embracing that it 

has become meaningless, or it is too narrowly based on a critique of the literally 

spectacular character of art works conceived in theatrical terms, and hence too much 

connected to late-modernist critiques of such theatricality, to be a useful instrument 

to study other varieties of the interaction between the arts and the theatre.14  

Depending on the meaning of the term one favours, even the theatre itself is not 

automatically theatrical, nor are works of art using elements taken from the theatre for 

that reason alone theatrical. As Josette Feral put it recently, to understand theatricality 

we need a double focus: the work on the stage and the spectator.15 

In other words, a conceptual slippage tends to occur when a work of art is called 

‘theatrical’: between its technical meaning as referring to all the elements that 

make up the theatre as a medium, and the wider social and moral phenomenon of 

theatricality as an awareness of acting a part or appearing in front of an audience, with 

all the connotations of unnaturalness, play-acting, lack of spontaneity, or artifi ciality 

this brings with it. This tends to affect current work, and in fact obscures much that 

distinguishes early modern uses of theatrical elements in the visual arts. But as the case 
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studies collected in this book show, such use in works of art or buildings predating 

the 1750s rarely raises the issue of theatricality in the moral sense that subsequently 

became so conspicuous. It would exceed the boundaries of this book to investigate 

in depth the reasons for this discomfort with falsity, but the chapters by Hermans and 

Delbeke do give some precise indications of the actual manner in which such ethical 

concerns became attached to the theatre: because of the presentation of public fi gures 

such as princes or popes as public stagings of virtue in a rather literal way.

Instead of taking a modern defi nition of theatricality as our point of departure 

we began here by studying the implications of the use of four elements that defi ne 

early modern theatre: the scenario, the actor, the theatrical space, and the audience. 

The theatricality of art, we might say, resides in the implications of its use of theatrical 

elements. But unlike previous studies of such uses we did not stop by cataloguing 

and documenting them, but instead have taken them as the foundation for further 

inquiries. These include ontological issues of presence and representation; the poetics 

of pictorial narration; the boundaries between genres, media and arts; and virtually 

every use of theatrical elements presented here raises questions about the relations 

between works of art and their viewers, and about how the work of art stages the act 

of viewing.

The Use of  Theatrical Elements in the Arts and their Implications

Theatrical Space
Exchanges between the theatre and the arts began at the very birth of Greek theatre, 

when architecture provided the scaffolding for the temporary stages on which 

comedies and tragedies were performed.16  In the sixteenth century Peruzzi and Serlio 

designed urban and pastoral views to serve as the backdrop for plays, and conversely, 

fi fteenth- and sixteenth-century paintings used such architectural stage sets as the 

backgrounds or settings of the historia they put before the viewer. Veronese’s large 

Biblical scenes are probably the best-known instances of the use of architecture to 

provide a stage in this way. These paintings point to one important implication of the 

use of theatrical elements in a work of art: the use of a stage signals to the viewer that 

he or she should look at what is represented as a viewer of a play, that is, as somebody 

who watches the unfolding of a play. 

In his contribution to this book, Marc Bayard argues against an approach 

to the exchanges between theatre and the arts in terms of infl uence, originality 

and imitation or appropriation. The implications of the use of elements which 

constitute a theatrical space, such as the stage, a backdrop or proscenium, 

are further articulated by introducing a distinction between referential and 

processional theatricality. In referential theatricality scenic elements in a painting, 

in particular perspectival architectural backdrops, clearly refer to stage sets that 

were in existence before the painting was made, or to general types of stage sets, 

such as the backdrops designed by Serlio in the 1550s, for tragic and comic scenes 

(plate 2). In the second variety the viewing process is structured by the painting’s 

composition in a way that is similar to a theatrical mise en scène. The best-known 

and most evident instance of this is the fi gure of the witness or intermediary, a 

fi gure who looks out of the painting at the beholder, or points to what happens 

in the image. Alberti was the fi rst Renaissance theorist to suggest in his De Pictura 
(1435/6) to include such a fi gure when depicting a historia, a story taken from the 

Bible, ancient history or classical mythology. In the near-contemporary Trinità by 

Masaccio in Santa Maria Novella in Florence (1425–28), Mary looks at the viewer 
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while at the same time pointing at her crucifi ed son. Alberti’s advice echoes the 

rhetorical doctrine that in the actio, the delivery of a speech, the orator should strive 

for maximum persuasiveness. Enargeia, vividness that makes what is represented in 

speech seem present before the eyes of the audience, could be achieved by words, 

but if the situation allowed, also by silent, visual, means such as gesture: ‘In gesture, 

the body talks’, as Cicero put it.17

At the same time, the use in paintings, buildings, or joyous entries of formal 

elements related to the theatre also suggests something further: that every space 

outside the theatre may be turned into a theatrical space. Already in ancient 

Greece, the architectural constructions on which the audience was seated were 

very similar to the scaffoldings for the participants in discussions concerning 

the polis. In late medieval and early modern Europe a parallel between the 

constructions of the theatre and public political discourse can be made too. No 

separate place was created as in ancient Greece, but during joyous entries where 

new political constellations were presented architectural constructions, such as 

triumphal arches, reshaped the city centre. This architectural framing of the city 

made clear that everyday reality was transcended and that a privileged locus of 

political negotiation had come into being. George Kernodle has suggested that 

the constructions for joyous entries heavily relied on architectural ‘showpieces’ 

such as funerary monuments. He puts the emphasis on a one-way communication 

from architecture to the theatre.18  However, it is more appropriate to see these 

architectural constructions as part of a concerted, multi-media effort to achieve 

the most effective communication, which is discernibly at work in both funerary 

monuments and ephemeral constructions for joyous entries. To put it more 

generally, the question which medium has historical priority in the use of a certain 

element for the fi rst time, is often hard to solve and just as often irrelevant.

Stijn Bussels’ chapter on the communicative power of tableaux vivants in joyous 

entries from the southern Netherlands makes clear that it is hard to label the 

characteristics of these tableaux ‘theatrical’ or ‘pictorial’, since in the fi fteenth and 

sixteenth centuries the theatre, painting and tableaux vivants used similar features and 

attempted in related ways to persuade their onlookers as effectively as possible. Laura 

Weigert’s chapter raises a similar issue. She focuses on mystery plays and tapestries 

depicting the popular theme of the vengeance on Jerusalem for the crucifi xion of 

Christ. Concentrating on both media, she does not identify infl uences and exchanges, 

but observes that they share a similar mode of representation. Weigert shows that the 

two media relied on a similar kind of participation by the beholder, and both called 

attention to their mimetic artifi ce.

Even when there is a received opinion about a theatrical element that painters 

took over, it is much more productive to trace the resulting transformations than 

to debate questions of priority. In Emmanuelle Hénin’s chapter the pictorial use of 

the theatrical prop par excellence, the curtain, is reconstructed. She shows that the arts 

did not borrow the use of this prop from the theatre, but the other way around. 

From the 1550s, theatres took from painting the use of a painted curtain to unveil 

the space where the play was to be enacted. It served as a marker of fi ctional space. 

Sometimes, scenes within the play were unveiled to give particular emphasis to 

their fi ctional character, twice-removed from extratheatrical reality. Introducing 

painted curtains into a painting implies a certain auto-referentiality: the viewer 

is made doubly aware that what he or she is looking at is a representation re-

represented. But also underlined is the spectacular nature shared by the theatre and 

the visual arts and their common task of presenting a scene to the viewer.

c01.indd   15c01.indd   15 2/8/2011   7:30:58 AM2/8/2011   7:30:58 AM



The Visual Arts and the Theatre in Early Modern Europe

16

The Scenario
If paintings can resemble 

the theatre in that they 

stage a play, or a scene 

from a historia, the 

similarity often goes 

much further than 

using the compositional 

device or motif of a stage 

curtain, or a stage on 

which actors enter, 

move, gesture and exit. 

Many early modern 

paintings also show 

clear similarities with 

theatrical scenarios in 

the way they build up a 

narrative. Traditionally, 

such pictorial use of 

narrative is discussed in terms of ut pictura poesis or the paragone, but the chapters 

by Kati Röttger and Bram Van Oostveldt addressing theatrical narrativity in the 

visual arts and gardening argue that this traditional contextualization should be 

reconsidered. In the 1750s and 1760s, the same period the term theatricality 

acquired a more or less stable ethical and moralistic meaning, the relation between 

painting and poetry was radically redefi ned. In his infl uential essay on the Laocoön 

of 1766, Lessing reacts against the doctrine of ut pictura poesis by focusing on the 

intrinsic differences between painting and poetry. He limits painting to spatial 

representations. Whereas poetry is an art unfolding in time – and as so often in 

comparisons of poetry and painting based on Horace, by poetry is meant above all 

dramatic poetry – a painting or sculpture can represent only one moment, and has to 

be comprehended in one glance. According to Lessing, choosing the ‘most pregnant 

moment’ is the only way to put a narrative before the viewer’s eye. By depicting 

an event carefully, its past and future can be suggested. In her chapter in this book, 

Röttger goes deeper into the consequences of Lessing’s thoughts. By focusing on his 

play Emilia Galotti, she shows how Lessing deals with the theatre and painting as rivals 

in performing and/or imagining Emilia.

However, before Lessing, many visual artists experimented with ways to 

overcome this opposition by attempting to convey the temporal aspects of the 

events or situations they represented. Sixteenth-century landscape painters 

from the Low Countries, for example, constructed their compositions in such 

a way that the beholder was obliged to build up his observations in a temporal 

sequence. In the generation of Pieter Brueghel the Elder (and also of Italian 

painters like Veronese and their experiments with interrupted perspectives), 

landscapes directed the beholder’s gaze in time and led gradually to a fi nal 

insight. Herri met de Bles’ Landscape with the Journey to Emmaus (c. 1550), for instance, 

shows an impressive landscape in which the beholder gradually discerns the 

path to Emmaus. The biblical journey is depicted in such a way that it suggests 

spiritual enlightenment (plate 3).19  In the same generation, graphic artists such as 

Maarten Van Heemskerck were inspired by the format of theatrical processions.20  

Just as on the fl oats, an allegorical Everyman was represented in successive prints 

3 Herri met de Bles, Landscape 
with the Journey to Emmaus, 
c. 1550. Oil on wood, 34.1 × 
50.5 cm. Antwerp: Museum 
Mayer van den Bergh. Photo: 
Beeldarchief Collectie 
Antwerpen.

c01.indd   16c01.indd   16 2/8/2011   7:30:58 AM2/8/2011   7:30:58 AM



17

Caroline van Eck and Stijn Bussels

showing the story’s most decisive moments. In his 

series The Miserable Fate of the Rich (1563), for example, 

Heemskerck is inspired by the Antwerp procession, 

the Ommegang, and similarly shows by means of 

personifi cations the different ways a rich man can be 

tempted to abuse his richness.

Although Italian Renaissance painters rarely spoke 

of their work in theatrical or even poetical terms, the 

similarities between their work and the theatre were 

often noted. Titian’s San Salvatore Annunciation, painted 

in 1562–64 (plate 4), for instance, breaks with the 

Renaissance tradition of representing this event as a 

private encounter between Mary and the Angel by 

giving it a dramatic staging that is very close to Aretino’s 

description in his Vita di Santa Maria, a series of episodes 

from the life of Mary presented as tableaux vivants. There 

he wrote of the protagonists that they gesture as Titian 

would have painted them. In the Humanità di Christo 
(1539), a life of Christ in the form of a series of tableaux 
vivants, he even mentions a ‘theatre of clouds’.21  When 

discussing ordine, one of the main aspects of disegno or 

pictorial composition, the sixteenth-century Venetian 

art theorist Lodovico Dolce argued that painters should 

take care to observe chronological order in the istoria or 

narrative they depict. The classical authority quoted is 

Aristotle’s Poetics.22

Such Aristotelian reactions were not exclusively 

Venetian. In Il Figino (1591), the art critic Gregorio 

Comanini argued, following Aristotle’s Poetics, that both 

drama and painting should represent one single action 

or plot. The most highly regarded genres of painting 

(history and religious painting, not landscape, still-life 

or portraiture) resemble poetry because, like poetry, they represent plots or stories 

and offer visual narrative. As an example he took Raphaels fresco of the Fire in the Borgo 
in the Vatican (1514; plate 5), and argued that although Raphael included some details 

that recalled the fi re of Troy, it did represent a unifi ed narrative.23

In The Death of Actaeon (1562; plate 6), Titian did not depict separate scenes from the 

myth, but collapsed two successive moments into a single scene. On the left we see 

Diana shooting an arrow at Actaeon; her hand is still on the string of her bow but the 

arrow is already fl ying. In the centre, however, we see Actaeon already in the process 

of transformation: his head is changed into that of a stag, and Diana’s hounds are 

tearing at his legs, which are turning into those of the animal he is becoming. This 

distillation of a well-known myth into the pivotal moment of its plot, or its most 

pregnant and meaningful point, engages the spectator’s attention because it breaks 

with accustomed linear progress and thus becomes a rhetorically powerful means 

of visual persuasion. At the same time it helps the spectator to identify with what 

happens because Titian’s confl ation of Diana’s shot and Actaeon’s transformation 

force the viewer to re-enact in his or her mind the process which is so selectively 

represented. Thomas Puttfarken argued that Titian, in representing these istorie, 
selected precisely those moments from the story that are the crucial moments of the 

4 Titian, Annunciation, 1562–64. 
Oil on canvas, 403 × 235 cm. 
Venice: San Salvatore. Photo: 
CKD Nijmegen.
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plot, scenes of recognition and periegesis. Such selection of pivotal moments may be 

read as corresponding to Aristotle’s analysis in the Poetics that Greek viewers of the 

tragedies were aware that they were looking at selected scenes from the myths on 

which they were based. 24

Such use of narrative devices, combined with staging, was not limited to the 

visual arts. As Sigrid de Jong shows in her chapter, early visitors to the ancient Greek 

ruins in Paestum used theatrical techniques of representation to record the buildings. 

They were highly selective in what they depicted, suggested the passing of time 

and the unfolding of a narrative: that of initial expectations, deception and even 

terror when confronted with these uncouth heaps of stone, followed by attempts 

to assimilate Paestum into the canon of classical architecture, or acceptance that the 

ruins were simply remains from a past that was now lost. Here as well, the way the 

representation is staged directs the way the viewer should look at the records made of 

the temples, just as there was a conventional sequence of observation and affect that 

visitors to the site itself were obliged to feel they had undergone.

Sometimes, a painting could become part of an elaborate scenario that 

regulated the way it should be viewed. This scenario could become so detailed and 

rule-bound that it almost became a ritual, and the work of art could draw on already 

existing religious and political ritual practices. In the case of the portrait of the 

Venetian patrician Bianca Capello, which Elsje van Kessel discusses in her chapter, the 

owner of the painting Francesco Bembo developed an elaborate viewing scenario. 

It began with him gazing at the painting at set times; next he allowed his wife and 

relatives to view, touch, and kiss it; then it made an entry at his dinner table; fi nally, 

tours through the city were staged, ending with an offi cial visit of the portrait to 

the Doge.

5 Raphael, The Fire in the Borgo, 
1514. Fresco, width at base 670 
cm. Rome:  Vatican, Stanza 
dell’Incendio di Borgo. Photo: 
CKD Nijmegen.
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The  Actor
Staging the viewing of this painting, and creating 

a scenario for the behaviour of the public, clearly 

directed the way the viewers should behave in this 

case. But it also points to another implication of 

the use of theatrical elements in a painting, since in 

painting, as in the theatre, the boundaries between 

representation and presence are less clear-cut than 

in ordinary life. Such ambiguity could be the result 

of the use of theatrical gestures like the lifting of a 

curtain to signal a new series within the action. This 

action paradoxically suggests that the play in the play 

thus indicated is somehow less real than the primary 

theatrical performance of which it is part. But more 

often the locus of this oscillation between presence 

and representation is the body of the actor. Actors both 

act their roles and in that sense offer a representation, 

but at the same time are present on the stage in their own bodies. In many respects 

Aby Warburg was the fi rst art historian to consider interactions between the theatre 

and the visual arts from an ontological perspective, but he did not follow up the 

tantalizing remarks he made in his published works.25

The chapter by Lex Hermans reconstructs various degrees of ambiguity between 

bodily presence and theatrical representation. In the courtly theatres built in Florence, 

Parma and Vicenza in the sixteenth century, statues of rulers were placed in the 

theatrical space to observe both the play and the audience. In the Farnese theatre in 

Parma an equestrian statue of the prince was located in the theatre. In Sabbioneta a 

statue of the emperor Vespasian was positioned directly behind the seat of the Gonzaga 

ruler who shared his name with the emperor, as a visual reminder of the model the 

prince claimed – or was expected – to follow. But sometimes, as we have seen, the 

prince himself became a theatre, a place to view the enactment of princely virtue.

Wendy Heller, too, discusses the use of statues in the theatre. She concentrates on 

performances with scenes, popular in seventeenth-century Venetian opera, in which 

statues dance, and argues that these statues were put on stage in order to present a 

repertory of mythological and historical personages, as well as to give the opera an 

aura of antiquity. But these scenes featuring actors performing the role of inanimate 

sculptures which come alive also inserted sculpture within discourses on the living 

presence of art. So once again, a theatrical ambiguity of the bodily presence of actors 

and the personages they perform was at stake. 

Maarten Delbeke also deals with statues, although in urban space. He shows that 

for Pope Alexander VII deciding whether to have a statue erected in his honour on the 

Campidoglio, or deciding whether to live not only in the Vatican but also in a town 

palace on the Quirinal, became primarily a matter of being seen to act in a certain 

way. Ultimately the question of both the Pope’s images and their physical presence 

in Rome was judged in terms of the way he played his papal role. Whereas the 

theatricality of Baroque Rome is usually conceived rather literally as a series of spaces 

presented as stage sets, of which Giambattista Falda’s Il nuovo teatro delle fabriche, et edifi cii, in 
prospettiva di Roma moderna (1665–69) is a prime example, Delbeke shows in a more fi ne-

grained analysis how Rome, and in particular the Campidoglio and Quirinal, became 

a silent actor in the performance of the Papal presence.

6 Titian, Death of Actaeon, 
1562. Oil on canvas, 179 × 189 
cm. London: National Gallery. 
Photo: National Gallery.
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When public life is considered as acting and being seen to act, the role proper 

to one’s station in life, having a portrait painted also becomes an intensely theatrical 

act. Like the urban spaces in which the pope performed his public roles, a portrait 

– as Hanneke Grootenboer puts it in her chapter – provides a space in which the 

sitter, placed in a mise-en-scène and surrounded by meaningful props, presents him or 

herself to the public as a subject, and a self that can be read. Hermans and Delbeke 

discuss cases of public role acting in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, where 

the focus is on the public persona, and a person’s function or position – as prince, 

pope or condottiere – takes precedence over the individual, let alone the private, self. 

But in Grootenboer’s analysis of seventeenth-century Dutch portraits the ultimate 

question is in what manner theatricality may help us to understand such presentation 

of the self as subject. Theatricality in her case refers to the performative character of 

self-presentation. Sitting for a portrait is a theatrical act in the original sense of the 

word thea, because one offers oneself to the gaze fi rst of the painter and next of the 

viewer, but also in the sense that such sitting, like any act of theatrical representation, 

can be structured, ritualized and staged with varying degrees of consciousness 

and elaboration. The oscillation between presence and representation provides the 

conceptual space in which to elucidate how the self as the subject of a portrait is 

staged and understood.

The  Audience
Performing one’s social or political role and sitting for a portrait can be related to 

playing a role in drama, since they share its quality of unfolding over time and its 

fi ctional aspects. In all these cases the role-player takes on, selects, or constructs a role 

or public aspect that does not coincide entirely with what one might consider the core 

of one’s being. Acting on stage, playing a role, character or public function in public 

or private life, all share a certain degree of fi ctionality, in the sense that something is 

shaped, presented or made that is not real. The Latin root of fi ction, fi ngere, means to 

shape, form or fashion, but also, in its extended sense, to contrive, devise or invent. 

The fi ctional character of performances on the stage, in public and private life, or 

in the arts, is often signalled by the use of framing devices. De Jong’s chapter on 

visual representations of Paestum using the conventions of theatre sets or landscape 

paintings documents a straightforward use of framing devices in the literal sense of 

selecting and fi xating a viewpoint. Put in slightly different terms, if fi ction is a way 

of organizing experience, theatricality may be said to be a way of organizing visual 

representation in relation to a viewer.26

But as the chapters by Röttger and Van Oostveldt show, from the 1760s onwards the 

fi ctional nature of theatrical performance became increasingly rejected as unnatural 

and therefore immoral. Another meaning of fi ngere can be invoked here: to pretend, to 

pose and to act insincerely. The overt organization of experience is evaluated as being 

‘pure fi ction’, too far removed from reality. Whereas for the Italian rulers and popes, 

or even the Dutch burghers of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, playing a role 

was part of being a public being, eighteenth-century German and French audiences 

began to see such contrivance or artifi ciality as immoral because fl outing a stable self, 

and as the symptom of the ultimate modern sickness: alienation from oneself.

With regard to this issue, Denis Diderot strikes a completely different tone. By 

putting the emphasis on the active role of the audience, he moves the discussion 

from an ethical to an aesthetic context, most tellingly in the famous passage on 

Joseph Vernet’s landscape paintings shown in the Salon of 1767 (plate 7).27  Visitors to 

the popular biannual exhibition had to become absorbed in the works. They had to 
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abstract themselves from the overpopulated exhibition 

room, ignore the other paintings on the overloaded 

walls, and concentrate on a single one of the paintings 

by imagining that they were actually part of that 

painting. At that moment fi ctionalization comes in, 

for Diderot’s readers are urged to follow the example 

of the author who imagines himself walking in the 

depicted landscapes with a local abbé and his pupils 

(fi gures not represented in Vernet’s paintings). They 

might even try to enter into a fi ctive conversation with 

this interlocutor, which they often interrupt to admire 

the beautiful vistas. Diderot does not restrict himself to 

the two dimensions and the timelessness of painting. 

Instead, he becomes an actor who is looking and 

being looked at while walking in a natural setting. The 

fact that the philosopher chose landscape painting to 

explain this imaginary entrance into a landscape makes 

it part of the discussion, at the time, of landscapes and 

gardens in theatrical terms. Moreover, as Van Oostveldt 

makes clear, in real landscapes the onlookers are both 

actor and beholder, since they are both admiring 

their surroundings and at the same time aware of the 

gaze of others. This is also the case for the walkers 

in Diderot’s fi ction, since in the Vernet passage the 

abbé says he is not only an onlooker, but exclaims he 

is Adrienne Le Couvreur, one of the most famous 

actresses of that time.28 

Conclusion
Understanding the theatricality of the arts in early modern Europe, we argue 

in this collection, is therefore not simply a matter of documenting exchanges 

between artistic and theatrical media and genres. In the preceding section we 

have traced some of the implications use of theatrical elements had for paintings, 

statues, buildings, gardens, and urban ensembles. When we try to summarize 

these implications, a few points stand out that may also serve to indicate new 

avenues of research. The concept of theatricality is fundamentally unstable, but in 

the defi nitions specifi cally addressing relations between the theatre and the arts 

developed from the early decades of the eighteenth century, one element remains 

constant: that of duplication and self-referentality, self-consciousness or even 

an infi nite regress. Duplication occurs because works of art use elements from 

the theatre that are in themselves visual, such as stage sets, gestures, or framing 

devices. But the implication of the use of such elements is another, more abstract 

duplication: representational elements from the theatre are represented in works of 

art. The chapters by Hénin, Heller and Bayard illustrate the meta-representational 

implications, mise-en-abyme or infi nite regress to which such use can lead. Ultimately, 

this can lead to the same kind of refl exivity the term theatricality itself has when 

used to defi ne the theatre. But one of the major implications of the use of theatrical 

elements in the arts and the duplication or refl exivity it brings with it, is that several 

boundaries and distinctions that we tend to consider as essential to the arts are 

undermined: that between the genres to begin with, but also that between the work 

7 Joseph Vernet, Shepherd in 
the Alps, c. 1760. Oil on canvas, 
78 × 112 cm. Tours: Musée des 
Beaux-Arts. Photo: Musée des 
Beaux-Arts, Tours.
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